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PREFACE

his volume examines various aspects of contemporary histori-

ography in the ancient Greek and Roman worlds. The term

‘contemporary historiography’ (Jacoby’s Keilgeschichte) is usually
applied to historical works that cover, in whole or in part, the periods of time
through which the historians themselves lived. These works are typically
valued for their proximity to the events they narrate, though they are not
without their problems of interpretation. Through various devices, authors
might attempt to give the impression of eyewitness status even when they
themselves were not present; contemporary events could shift authors’ point
of view and compel them to provide unrealistic or biased accounts; and
memories of eyewitnesses were not always sharp. The papers in this volume
examine how we might read and understand histories of this type. They
demonstrate how contemporary historiography was practiced across time
and how it was a constantly evolving part of the Greco-Roman historio-
graphic tradition.

The papers on Herodotus and Thucydides, Julius Caesar, Cassius Dio,
and Herodian originated in a session held at the Annual Meeting of the
Society for Classical Studies in San Diego in 2019. To the original four
papers presented there have been added chapters on Ptolemy I Soter,
Sallust, and Tacitus.

My thanks go to the contributors to this supplement, for their dedication
and persistence, and to John Marincola, for his help and patience in bringing
this work to publication. I also thank the anonymous reviewers, who offered
many criticisms and suggestions for the improvement of this volume as a
whole.

A.G.S.
Philadelphia, November 2022



This page intentionally left blank.



ABOUT THE AUTHORS

CHRISTOPHER BARON i1s Associate Professor of Classics at the University
of Notre Dame. He specialises in Greek and Roman historiography and
Greek history, especially in the Hellenistic and Imperial ages. His
publications include Tumaeus of Tauromenium and Hellenistic Historiography
(Cambridge University Press, 2013); Cassius Dio and the Late Roman Republic,
co-edited with Josiah Osgood (Brill, 2019); The Herodotus Encyclopedia (Wiley,
2021); and numerous articles and book chapters. Among his current projects
1s a monograph on Greek Historians under the Roman Empire.

JENNIFER GERRISH is Associate Professor of Classics at the College of
Charleston. Her research focuses primarily on Latin historiography, with
particular interest in allusion and intertextuality in the ancient historians and
conceptions of civil war. Her publications include Sallust’s Histories and
Triumviral Historiography (Routledge, 2019) and a translation and commentary
of Caesar’s Gallic Wars Books 5-6 for the Aris and Phillips series (2022). She
is currently working on a translation and commentary of Gallic Wars 1—2 as
well as a monograph on literary allusion in Caesar’s commentaries.

ADAM M. KEMEZIS is Associate Professor in the Department of History,
Classics, and Religion at the University of Alberta. He is the author of Greek
Narratives of the Roman Empire under the Severans: Cassius Dio, Philostratus and
Herodian (Cambridge University Press, 2014) and co-editor (with Colin Bailey
and Beatrice Poletti) of The Intellectual Climate of Cassius Dio: Greek and Roman
Pasts (Brill, 2022). He has published numerous articles on Roman imperial
historiography and history, as well as the Greek culture of the Roman
Empire.

JESPER MAJBOM MADSEN is Associate Professor of History at the Uni-
versity of Southern Denmark. He is co-editor (with Carsten H. Lange) of
Brill’s ‘Historiography of Rome and Its Empire’ series. His books include



X About the Authors

Eager to be Roman: Greek Response to Roman Rule wn Pontus and Bithynia
(Duckworth, 2009) and From Trophy Towns to City-States: Urban Civilization and
Cultural Identities in Roman Pontus (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020), as
well as the co-edited volume (with Roger Rees) Roman Rule in Greek and Latin
Whiting: Double Vision (Brill, 2014). Apart from the co-edited volume (with C.
H. Lange) Cassuus Dio: Greek Intellectual and Roman Politician (Brill, 2016) he has
published extensively on Cassius Dio including ‘Cassius Dio and the Cult of
Tulius and Roma at Ephesus and Nicaea (51.20.6-8)’ (Classical Quarterly, 2016)
and Cassius Diw (Bloomsbury, 2020).

FRANCES POWNALL is Professor of Classics in the Department of History,
Classics, and Religion at the University of Alberta. She has published widely
on Greek history and historiography, and has contributed extensively to
Brill’s New Jacoby. Recent publications include Ancient Macedonians in the Greek
and Roman Sources (co-edited with T. Howe, Classical Press of Wales, 2018),
Lexicon of Argead Macedonia (co-edited with W. Heckel, J. Heinrichs, and S.
Miiller, Frank and Timme, 2020), Affective Relations & Personal Bonds in
Hellenistic Antiquity (co-edited with E. M. Anson and M. D’Agostini, Oxbow,
2020), and The Courts of Philip II and Alexander the Great: Monarchy and Power in
Ancient Macedonia (co-edited with S. Asirvatham and S. Miiller, De Gruyter,
2022).

ANDREW G. SCOTT is Associate Professor of Classical Studies at Villanova
University. He is the author of Emperors and Usurpers: an historical commentary on
Casswus Dio’s Roman History, Books 79(78)-80(80) (217-229 CE) (Oxford
University Press, 2018) and An Age of Iron and Rust: Cassius Dio and the History of
His Time (Brill, 2023). He 1s also co-editor (with C. H. Lange) of Cassius Dio:
The Impact of Violence, War, and Civil War (Brill, 2020) and (with Jesper Majbom
Madsen) of Brill’s Companion to Cassius Dio (Brill, 2023).

LYDIA SPIELBERG 1is Assistant Professor of Classics at the University of
California, Los Angeles. Her primary areas of research are Roman histori-
ography, ancient rhetoric and rhetorical education, and speech represen-
tation. She is currently working on a monograph on quoted speech in the
Roman historians.



Histos Supplement 15 (2023) 1-13

INTRODUCTION: THE METHODOLOGY,
POLITICS, AND VALUE OF
CONTEMPORARY HISTORIOGRAPHY

Andrew G. Scott

he term ‘contemporary history’ is frequently applied to works of

history that detail the events of the author’s own life, in full or in

part, and as such has wide, if sometimes unspecific, application to a
large number of ancient Greek and Roman histories. The surviving corpus
of historical works demonstrates that this was a prominent mode of history
writing, especially as the historian was meant to employ their ‘eyes and ears’
in researching their work, with particular emphasis on the former.' Given
the strength of the tradition, we can observe an ongoing process of
adherence, modification, and manipulation that stretched from Thucydides
to Herodian, and beyond. Adherence to tradition also brought a host of
concerns for the contemporary historian, especially as the circumstances
under which they wrote changed over time and place. Likewise, it raises a
number of concerns for the student of ancient history, which bear directly
on their ability to properly interpret historical works both within the
tradition and in and of themselves. It is the purpose of the volume to consider
various aspects of contemporary history writing, including the use and
manipulation of accepted methodology, its political implications, and
debates around its value. Before an introduction to the papers included in
this volume, it will be useful to lay out some thoughts on the primacy of
contemporary historiography, the concerns of the contemporary historian,
and the value and limits of this type of history writing.

! For the methodology, see, e.g., Schepens (1975). Translations of Greek and Latin texts
are from the Loeb Classical Library, at times with slight alterations.
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Writing Contemporary History: Methods and Concerns

Thucydides in large part set the parameters for how to write contemporary
history in Greco-Roman antiquity and also for how ancient historians would
later be received.? He believed that inquiry into the past was difficult because
of the passage of time and the unreliability of those who wrote about it (1.20).
Instead, he claimed to have thoroughly and accurately researched the events
of the Peloponnesian War through his own autopsy or by the reports of
others (1.22.2). Later, he explains that he lived through and experienced the
entire war, and he brought his judgement to bear on it so that he might
accurately understand it (5.26.5). These tenets are a magnification of ancient
historiographic methodology, which was based primarily on ‘personal
observation (autopsy), inquiry, and travel’,” and can be observed earlier in
the interrelationship between autopsy and accurate storytelling in the Odyssey
or in Candaules’ remark that eyes are more trustworthy than ears.* Thucyd-
ides’ innovation was to centralise the recounting of events that the historian
had lived through and to eschew, for the most part, the history of the more
distant past. Since Thucydides, ‘contemporary history’ has occupied a
central position in both ancient and modern conceptions of history writing.’

In addition to his prescriptions on method, Thucydides lays out some of
the difficulties with which contemporary history was written. It was difficult
to find reliable eyewitness accounts, since they were affected both by
misremembering and bias (1.22.3). There was also the need to correct
contemporary misperceptions, since so few people pursued truth with much
effort (1.20.3). Finally, speeches, which might also be witnessed and heard

? The dominance of writing contemporary history can be glimpsed in Ephorus’ defence
of writing of the more distant past (BN} 70 I g).

* Fornara (1983) 49.
* 0d. 8.487—91, with Marincola (2007b) 5-6; Hdt. 1.8.2.

> His work was already canonical in the fourth century BCE, on which, see Matijagi¢
(2018) 129—35. His renown is apparent from Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ On Thucydides, in
which he refers to Thucydides as ‘the greatest of all historians’ (2.2), which partly derived
from his contemporary status and associated methodology (6.3). In the modern period his
eminence was not always assured, but by the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries he
was clearly at the top (Morley (2014) 7—24). In his influential Fragmente der griechischen Historiker,
Felix Jacoby saw Thucydides’ work as the peak of ‘true historical literature’ ((2015) 9; cf. 49),
and under his category of Zeutgeschichte (usually translated as ‘contemporary history’) he
gathers a large array of works that, for him, followed Thucydides’ prescriptions to a certain
extent and dealt with contemporary events, at least in part. For critiques of this organising
principle, see, e.g., Fornara (1983) §; Humphreys (1997); Schepens (1997).
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live, would make their way into his work not as exact replicas, but rather as
a means of conveying the message appropriate to the situation (1.22.1). While
these professions are part of the author’s attempt to build up his persona and
appear to be painstaking and endurant of labour, they also open a window
into some of the concerns of the contemporary historian and the criticisms
that they could face.® As such, we find numerous statements from historians
attempting to defend themselves and elevate their authority, while at the
same time expressing worry about source material, bias, truth and falsehood,
and the value of their accounts.

One concern was that a historian could not witness every event.
Thucydides deals with this obliquely with his allowance that other
eyewitnesses must be consulted. The idea 1s expanded upon by Polybius,
who, quoting Ephorus (BNf 70 F 110) and Theopompus (BNF 115 F 342),
acknowledges both the place of autopsy in historical inquiry and the
impossibility of the historian being present at all events (Pol. 12.27.6—9):

¢ \ ’ ~ \ ~ ’ \
7 8e molvmpaypoouvvry mWoAATs |Lev TpoodelTal TalalTwplas Kal
’ ’ ’ ’ \ ’ ’ b ’ ~
Samavys, peya 8€ T ouvpPaldeTar Kal PEYLOTOV €0TL HEPOS TIIS
¢ ’ ~ \ ~ b b \ b b ~ ~ \ ’
toToptas. 8fAov e TobT €oriv €€ avTwv TAv Tas ovvrafels
’ 3 \ \ ” ’ ’ \ 3 R \
mpaypaTevolLEVwY. o pev yap Edopos ¢mow, el Svvatov my avTovs
~ ~ ~ ’ ’ bAY ’ \ ~
mapelvaL mACL TOLS TPAYRAOL, TAUTNV Qv OLagepely moAv TdV
b ~ < \ ’ ~ \ ”n b ~ ~ \
enTeLpLOV* 0 0 O€omopLTOS TODTOV LEV APLOTOV €V TOLS TOAEILLKOLS TOV
’ ’ ’ ~ \ ’ b ’
TAELOTOLS KLYEUVOLS TTapaTeETELXOTA, TOUTOV O€ duVATWTATOV €V AOyw
\ ’ ’ ~ b ’ \ b \ \ ’
TOV TAELOTWV LETEGYMKOTA TOALTLKOV AyWV®V. TOV aUTOV 8€ TPOTOV

’ 2 2 ~ \ ~
ovpPalvely €m LaTpLkTs Kal KUBEPYYTLKIS.

A historian’s intense research activity (1 moAvmpayposivy), on the
contrary, requires severe labour and great expense, but is
exceedingly valuable and is the most important part of history. This
1s evident from expressions used by historians themselves. Ephorus,
for example, says that if we could be personally present at all
transactions such knowledge would be far superior to any other.
Theopompus says that the man who has the best knowledge of war
1s he who has been present at the most battles, that most capable
speaker is he who has taken part in the greatest number of debates,
and that the same holds good about medicine and navigation.

% For these aspects of a historian’s persona, see Marincola (1997) 148—58.
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This passage, which is part of a larger attack on Timaeus’ choice to compose
his history primarily from book research, highlights the authority given to
eyewitness reports (especially the historian’s own).” The issue is expanded to
include not just witnessing key events but also the general experience of the
historian, which Polybius also considered a key aspect of successfully writing
about the past.® Polybius stresses the importance of autopsy, informed by
personal experience.

These prescriptions find a correlation in an earlier passage, in which
Polybius, again critiquing the carelessness of Timaeus’ research, discusses
how the historian should deal with his inability to be in all places at all times

(Pol. 12.4c.4-5):

emeLdy) yap at pev mpaets dpa moAayi) ovvTedobvTal, Tapetval 8€ Tov
alTOV €V TAELOOL TOTOLS KATA TOV QUTOV KALPOV ASUVATOV, OLOLWS Y€
pv 008’ avTomTyy yeveéohar mAVTEY TV KATA TNV OLKOUUEVV TOTTWY
Kal T@V €v Tols TOmoLs LOLWUATWY TOV €va duvaTov, KATAAELTETAL
muvbaveofal pev ws mapa mAeloTwy, moTevely 8 Tots allols TLOTEWS,

\ 3 ~ ’ \ ’
KpLTnv 8’ ELVAL TOWY TPOTTLTTOVTWY [LT) KAKOV.

For since many events occur at the same time in different places, and
one man cannot be in several places at one time, nor 1s it possible for
a single man to have seen with his own eyes every place in the world
and all the peculiar features of different places, the only thing left for
an historian is to inquire from as many people as possible, to believe
those worthy of belief, and to be an adequate critic of the reports that
reach him.

Polybius acknowledges the importance of contemporary status but also
asserts as equally important the ability to sift information properly. In both
of these passages, we see Polybius providing a defence against writing about
an event or episode at which one might not have been present. This absence

7 Polybius’ use of the term 7 molvmpaypoadvy in this passage has been a cause for
disagreement. Levene (2005) stresses that the term should refer to all the work of the
historian, not just questioning eyewitnesses. I have attempted to convey that idea in the
adapted translation above (with thanks to the suggestions of an anonymous reader).

% As seen in Polybius’ proem (1.1.6) and pursued elsewhere.
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could be overcome by other qualities of the historian, especially his
experience and judgment.’

This passage also brings up the quality of a historian’s source material, a
concerning limitation for both ancient and modern writers and readers.'
Thucydides (1.23) assures us that he will not accept just any account, and
through his own perseverance and insight he will overcome partiality and
failures of memory. Polybius (12.28a.8-10) also offers advice on how to best
extract information from eyewitnesses, the success of which depends on the
experience of historians and their general knowledge of the affairs that they
are investigating. Earlier, however, Herodotus (7.152.4) took a different
approach claiming that it was his job merely to report what he had been
told, not necessarily to believe it. Seneca (QNat. 4b.5.1) took these sorts of
claims as proof of falsechoods and criticised historians for passing
responsibility for the material onto their sources; and in a later passage
(ONat. 7.16.1—2) he disparages historians for intentionally seeking and includ-
ing lies in their work, thinking that their work will not find approval without
them." Likewise, Herodian (1.1.1), in a passage that alludes to Thucydides
(1.22), censures those who ‘have shown a contempt for the truth’ (r9s pev
aAnfelas ... wAvywpnoav) and who, for the rewards of providing pleasure,
have chosen to include legendary or fabulous material (pvddes) rather than
an accurate account.

The creation of an accurate narrative based on eyewitness accounts
coincides with the desire to produce a realistic depiction of events.'? Lucian
(Hast. conscr. 51), who assumes that the historian will be producing a work of
contemporary history (Hist. conscr. 47), states that they should try to ‘illumi-
nate events as vividly as possible’ (ets Svvauwv evapyéorara émdetéar avra),
with the hope that the reader sees what is being described." If pushed too
far, however, this vividness (enargeia) could contravene the accuracy that the
genre required and move into exaggeration or embellishment.'* Here we

9 Sacks (1981) 61—4.

10 See, for example, Woodman (1988) 15—23.

' On lying historians, see Wiseman (1993).

12 On the connection between vividness and plausibility, see Woodman (1988) 28.

3 Avenarius (1956) 71—9g correlates Lucian’s assumption about writing contemporary
history with the tradition established by Thucydides and his successors. stretching all the
way to Ammianus. See also Marincola (1997) 76.

" Walker (1993) 354; see Woodman (1988) 25 for other equivalent terms in Greek and
Latin.
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might cite Polybius’ (2.56.7-16) attacks on Phylarchus for writing a history
that included too much dramatic detail, which was meant to cause the
reader to feel pity and ultimately made his work more like a tragedy."”
Lucian (Hist. conscr. 29) alleges that he has uncovered a host of untruths in
the work of a certain writer, who claimed to provide eyewitness accounts of
events in Syria, Armenia, and Parthia, despite having never left his
hometown of Corinth. While we might doubt the veracity of this example,
it gets at the connection between a methodology based on eyewitness
accounts and the production of a work that would convey the immediacy of
those accounts in a realistic and believable way. Relatedly, historians might
emphasise autopsy in scenes which they themselves could not have
witnessed, as Tacitus does in the early books of this Histories.'®

Speeches, a mainstay of ancient historiography, were another possible
place for invention. In addition to Thucydides’ beguiling statement on
speeches, we find Ephorus (BN 70 F 9) noting the impossibility of
remembering their exact words. While others, such as Callisthenes (BN} 124
I 44), seem to follow Thucydides’ (1.22) prescriptions of making speeches
appropriate to the occasion,"” Polybius (12.25a.3-5) faults Timaeus for
employing, more or less, this same method. Instead, Polybius says, the actual
words of the speech should be recovered, and not substituted for with
rhetorical flourish, as these are equivalent to falsehoods (12.25b.1-4)."* The
concerns about speeches run parallel to those of vivid narration: the more
realistic the speech or scene, the more convincing it is that the historian, who
witnessed the event or drew their account from other eyewitness reports, is
producing an accurate account.

Bias also affected historical truth-telling, and although the charge was not
limited to contemporary history, such historians were frequent targets of
such accusations." Polybius criticises Fabius Pictor and Philinus for being
too partisan in their approach to their subject (1.14.1-3). The cause of this
was not intentional malfeasance, but rather that they both acted like men in
love with their countries. Polybius (8.8.4) later criticises those who wrote

15 For details of this critique and its political and historiographical implications, see
Landucci’s commentary on Phylarchus, BNf 81 T 3.

16 See the recent study of Joseph (2019).

' Following Marincola (2007a) 122.

18 See also Polybius’ comments at 12.251.3—9, as well as the more thorough analysis in
Baron (2013) 170—201.

9 As Luce (1989) 18-19 has put it, bias was caused by the emotions ‘hope and fear,
favoritism and hatred’.
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about Philip out of favouritism or fear and especially castigates Theopompus
for his overly negative assessment of Philip, which was full of offensive
language and inconsistencies. Other examples come from those writing
during the Roman Principate. For Tacitus, Actium dealt a decisive blow to
talented writers of history and the pursuit of truth itself, affected as it was by
flattery or hatred (Hust. 1.1.1; cf. Ann. 1.1.2). Despite the favour shown him in
his career under the Flavians, he professed that he would write without these
vices.” Josephus took a somewhat idiosyncratic approach to the issue. In his
autobiography (Vit. 359-360), he criticises Justus for not having published his
account while Vespasian and Titus were still alive, whereas he himself did
so. Josephus claims that his account would be open to refutation by some of
the work’s main characters, whereas Justus hid behind their death and thus
their inability to question his version. While Josephus’ statements here run
counter to the generally accepted view that publication after the death of an
autocrat was a better way to ensure lack of bias, the strength of his defence
demonstrates sensitivity to the charges made by Justus and in general the
need for the contemporary historian to be on guard against charges of bias.?!

A final concern has less to do with ancient anxieties than with modern
apprehension about interpretation and critical distance. The value of writing
contemporary history, for the ancient Greeks and Romans, was that the
historian himself, who had appropriate experience and was willing to put in
the effort, was able to witness, live through, and experience the events that
they narrate. In addition to the example of Thucydides mentioned above,
Polybius initially tells us that the endpoint for his work will concern itself
with the fifty-three years that it took the Romans to bring the Mediterranean
world under their control, that is 220-167 BCE (1.1.5). In his preface to Book
3, however, Polybius reports that he will continue his work instead to 146
BCE, when Rome destroyed Carthage and Corinth (3.4.12-13):

\ \ ~ ’ ’ ~ ” ’ \ ~
8L0 Kal TS TpaYRATELAS TAVTTS TOUT E0TAL TEAETLOVPYTLA, TO YVHVAL

\ ’ < ’ ’ 9 \ \ ~ \
TNV KATAOCTAOLY Trap’ €EKAOTOLS, TOLA TLS TV [LETA TO KG,TCL’}/(UVLO'Q’I]VG,L T

2 Notably, however, the Histories were published after the deaths of the Flavians, and
despite his promise to write of the reigns of Nerva and Trajan (fust. 1.1.4), Tacitus never
produced such a work.

2 As a corollary, the issue of bias seems also to have driven some to write non-
contemporary history (Luce (1989) 25-7). For example, Pliny (Ep. 5.8.12-13) is not eager to
write about his own time because of the possibility of charges of writing with too much
praise of blame. For the justifications for writing non-contemporary history, see Marincola

(1997) 112-17.
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< \ ~ b \ ~ ¢ ’ 2 ’ 4 ~ \ ~

ola kat meoelv ets Ty TGV Popalwv efovolav ews Tis peta TavTa
’ > ’ ~ \ ’ €\ ° \ \ ’ ~

TAALY ETTLYEVOUEVT)S TAPAXT)S KAl KLVT)OEWS. UTTEP 7)s dia To peyelos Tav

2 2 ~ ’ \ \ ’ ~ ’ \ \ ’

ev avT]) mpakewv kat 10 wapadofov T@v ovpPavovTwy, To 8€ peyLaTOV,
\ \ ~ ’ \ ’ > 7 ) s> T \ \ T A

dta T0 TOV TAeloTWY PN pOVOV AUTOTTTYS, AAN WV eV oUVEPYOS WY O
\ \ ’ ’ T ) \ ’ ”

Kal YeLpLoTis yeyoveval, mponxbny ovov apxmy moimoapevos aAiny
’

ypapeLv.

So the final end achieved by this work will be, to gain knowledge of
what was the condition of each people after all had been crushed and
had come under the dominion of Rome, until the disturbed and
troubled time that afterwards ensued. About this latter, owing to the
importance of the actions and the unexpected character of the
events, and chiefly because I not only witnessed most but took part
and even directed some, I was induced to write as if starting on a
fresh work.

The centrality of the author could not be more pronounced, as Polybius
states that his own experience in and of these events drove his decision to
continue. Polybius’ continuation was made both (and especially) because of
personal involvement and so that the reader might understand the nature of
Roman rule in the Mediterranean world.

A similar, but slightly different, example is provided several centuries later

by Cassius Dio (73[72].18.3—4):

\ ’ ’ ~ \ ~ ¢ ’ ” V4 \ \ ~
Kal w1 e Tis KMALBoLY TOV T7s LOTOpLAS OYKOV, OTL KAl TG TOLADTA
’ ’ ”n \ \ b bAY 3 b ’ b \ \ ’
ovyypadw, VouLoy). AAAWS [LEV Yap OUK GV ELTTOV aUTA" €TELST) € TPOS
~ b ’ b ’ \ \ b \ b \ \ 3 Y4
T€ TOD QUTOKPATOPOS EYEVETO KAl TAPWY AUTOS €Yw KAl €L8OV €kaoTa
\ ”n \ b ’ ’ ¢ ’ \ b ~
kal TKovoa Kal €AaAnoa, Olkalov mymoauny  Undev  avTdv
b ’ b \ \ b ’ (V4 ” ~ ’ \
amokpvipactar, adda kai avTa, womep TL AAl0 TOV pEYLOTOY Kal
b ’ ~ ’ ~ b ’ 2 ’ ~ \
AVaYKALOTATWY, T UVTUY) TOV ECETELTA €TOpEVWY Tapadolvat. Kal
’ \ 3 ’ o ) ~ ’ \ ’ \
pevToL kat Tadda mavta To €m epob mpaxlevra kal AemrTovpynow kat
’ ~ " \ ’ e’ ’ b ~ \ <@
AeTTOAOYNOW LAAAOY 1) TO TPOTEPQ, OTL TE CUVEYEVOUTY AVTOLS, KAL OTL
’ ” 3 ~ ’ ) \ 3 gt ’
pndeva aldov otda Tdv TL Suvapevwv €s ocvyypadny allav Aoyov

’ ’ 2 \ ¢ ’ 2 ’
katabeotar SunkpLPwkoTa avTa opolws epoc.

And let no one feel that I am sullying the dignity of history by
recording such occurrences. On most accounts, to be sure, I should
not have mentioned this exhibition; but since it was given by the
emperor himself, and since I was present myself and took part in
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everything seen, heard and spoken, Ihave thought proper to
suppress none of the details, but to hand them down, trivial as they
are, just like any events of the greatest weight and importance. And,
indeed, all the other events that took place in my lifetime I shall
describe with more exactness and detail than earlier occurrences, for
the reason that I was present when they happened and know no one
else, among those who have any ability at writing a worthy record of
events, who has so accurate a knowledge of them as I.

Dio takes Polybius’ idea to the extreme. He asserts that the events of his
lifetime were unworthy of history in and of themselves, but that it was
necessary to record them simply because he was an eyewitness.*

While these passages from Polybius and Dio highlight the importance of
the author’s contemporary status, they raise another concern: that is, how
well could the contemporary historian understand the events of his own
lifetime within the greater scope of the past? Momigliano has pointed out
that changes in contemporary events were what drove authors to write
histories.” These changes were frequently wars (e.g., Thucydides), changes
in world order (e.g., Polybius), or changes in government (e.g., Livy’s final
decades). Those changes, however, do not guarantee that the author is able
to properly situate the events within a longer span of time. In assessing the
value of this type of history writing, we might here take our cue from Eric
Hobsbawm:**

However, it is not the purpose of the book to tell the story of the
period which is its subject, the Short Twentieth Century from 1914
to 1991. ... My object is to understand and explain why things turned
out the way they did, and how they hang together. For anyone of my
age-group who has lived through all or most of the Short Twentieth
Century this is inevitably also an autobiographical endeavour. We
are talking about amplifying (and correcting) our own memories.
And we are talking as men and women of a particular time and place,
involved, in various ways, in its history as actors in its dramas—
however insignificant our parts—as observers of our times and, not
least, as people whose views of the century have been formed by what
we have come to see as crucial events.

22 On the uniqueness of this passage, see Marincola (1997) g1—2.
» Momigliano (1972) 284.
# Hobsbawm (1994) 3.
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As a writer of contemporary history, Hobsbawm puts his finger on an
important point: that such works constitute, for the modern historian, the
‘first draft’ of history.” Like Polybius and Cassius Dio, Hobsbawm
centralises his experience of the events and acknowledges how contemporary
ideas about what constituted the ‘crucial events’ shape the subsequent story
that is told about a period.

These concerns are important to bear in mind as we approach the
contemporary histories of ancient Greece and Rome. We must deal with
these texts within the tradition as well as within the time and place in which
they were created. As we have seen briefly above, there are numerous
reasons to question the accuracy of contemporary history—or in the very
least, to moderate our understanding of where its value lies. Despite the
ubiquity of contemporary historiography and the somewhat fixed nature of
its basic tenets, we can see in the considerations above that not all aspects of
the form were set in stone but remained fluid over time, in order to
accommodate political situations, the changing shape of the canon, and the
needs of particular narratives.

Plan for the Volume

The papers in this volume do not aim at a comprehensive view of contem-
porary historiography in the Greek and Roman worlds, but rather they offer
examinations of and insights into a number of key ideas and concerns of the
contemporary historians. They are presented chronologically, though there
1s significant thematic overlap among them. Broadly speaking, the papers
focus on the reliability of eyewitness accounts; the effect that contemporary
political situations had on the writing of history; and the connection between
contemporary status and competition between rival historians.

In the first chapter, Christopher Baron examines examples of brief
dialogue in Herodotus and Thucydides and how these instances of speech
interact with the expectations of eyewitness history. These short conver-
sations break down the distance between the reader and the story that is
being told and shift the ‘eyewitness’ aspect of the narrative from author to
reader. By using direct speech in such a way, the authors create a narrative
fiction that is heavily reader-orientated.

Frances Pownall next deals with the shaping of contemporary narratives
and 1its political implications. Specifically, she examines the contemporary

» To borrow the idea that journalism is the ‘first rough draft of history’.
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histories about Alexander the Great that were produced in the aftermath of
his death. With particular focus on the history of Ptolemy I, she demonstrates
how Ptolemy’s selective history of Alexander was used to help the author
create a new dynasty based in Alexandria.

Lydia Spielberg returns to the issue of speeches, this time examining how
Julius Caesar records brief utterances by his centurions at dramatic moments
in his commentari. These recorded quips work both to establish the strength
of Caesar’s relationship with his troops and to allow Caesar to offer
interpretations about contested events through the voices of seemingly
independent speakers.

In the following chapter, Jennifer Gerrish examines apathy towards truth
and the idea of the modern political lie in post-Sullan Rome through the lens
of Sallust’s Histories. With particular attention to the speech of Licinius
Macer, politician and historian, in the Hustories, she shows how Sallust makes
the case for the political disengagement of the historian as the only means
by which he can usefully respond to contemporary events and concerns.

Contemporary political concerns are also the subject of Adam M.
Kemezis’ chapter. There, he examines Tacitus’ engagement with biological
father-son relationships in the Agricola as a way to question generational
continuity among the Roman elite, as Rome moved from the hereditary
dynasty of the Flavians to the adoptive model chosen by Nerva as he passed
power to Trajan.

Jesper Majbom Madsen engages with Cassius Dio’s contemporary books
and the eyewitness reports contained therein. Through a trauma-based
reading, he argues that Dio’s personally invested autopsy accounts function
as a way to universalise the experience of Roman senators and present a
united front of opposition to the debased monarchy of his day.

In the final chapter, I also am interested in eyewitness reporting, this time
in Herodian’s Roman History. I argue that, although Herodian purports to
follow the main tenets of ancient historiographic theory, his eyewitness
reports strain the credulity of the reader. This move, I argue further, is
intentional, as it allows Herodian to push the boundaries of historiographic
theory in ways that enhance the unbelievability of the actions of the young
tyrants in his history, which is one of the main focuses of his work.

andrew.g.scott@villanova.edu
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